Regular aerobic exercise and the age-related increase in carotid artery intima-media thickness in healthy men.
Carotid artery intima-media thickness (IMT), an independent risk factor for stroke, increases with age. Habitual exercise is associated with a lower prevalence of stroke, but it is unclear whether this protective effect could be mediated through a favorable influence on carotid IMT. We examined this possibility using both cross-sectional and intervention approaches. First, 137 healthy men (age 18-77 yr) who were either sedentary or endurance trained were studied. In both groups, carotid IMT and IMT-to-lumen ratio were progressively higher with age (P < 0.05). There were no significant differences in measures of carotid IMT between sedentary and endurance-trained men at any age. Carotid systolic blood pressure increased progressively with age and was related to carotid IMT (r = 0.63, P < 0.01). Second, 18 healthy sedentary subjects (54 +/- 2 yr) were studied before and after 3 mo of endurance training. Carotid IMT, IMT/lumen ratio, and carotid systolic blood pressure did not change with exercise intervention. Our results do not support the hypothesis that regular aerobic exercise exerts its protective effect against stroke by attenuating the age-related increase in carotid IMT. This lack of effect on carotid IMT may be due to the apparent inability of habitual exercise to prevent or reduce the age-associated elevation in carotid distending pressure.